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significance of our academic choices
Maria Savva
‘Can you tell me which way I ought to go from here?’ asked Alice. ‘That 
depends a good deal on where you want to go’ said the cat. ‘I don’t 
much care where’ said Alice. ‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you go’ 
said the cat. (Lewis Carroll, 1865: 36)
The doctoral journey can feel like an enigma – one that is filled with a 
vast field of choices that only we can make. These choices are not incon-
sequential, as each will take us on a different path, providing us with 
different experiences and different outcomes. The choice of research 
topic, in particular, is likely to have repercussions long after our doctoral 
studies are complete. Throughout the journey we are faced with various 
‘gatekeepers’ (supervisors, upgrade committees, readers, examiners) 
who assess the quality of our choices. While an important part of the 
doctoral journey involves the ability to convince others that our research 
has value, taking the time to explore the value of our work on a more 
personal level has its own intrinsic worth. By exploring the personal sig-
nificance of our research choices, we are able to understand not only what 
is important to us but why it is important. In doing so, we are also able to 
better harness the qualities of agency and resilience that are so critical to 
the completion of doctoral studies (Luse et al., 2012). The same can be 
argued for our choice to pursue doctoral studies, which is an endeavour 
that requires a significant time commitment.
In this chapter, I  map the intrapersonal journey that paralleled 
my academic journey as an international doctoral student based in the 
country of Cyprus. I model how I used my academic studies, including 





understanding about who I am, where I come from and where I want to go. 
I differentiate between the extrinsic and intrinsic factors that contributed 
towards my academic choices and how I came to reconcile the two. I also 
demonstrate how I  used the solitude that is often associated with the 
doctoral journey (Ali and Kohun, 2006; Ali et al., 2007; Wellington and 
Sikes, 2007) to create a space whereby I looked inwards to better under-
stand my academic choices and my relationship to those choices. Finally, 
engaging in this reflective process served as important preparation for 
the world after the doctorate, when critical choices had to be made about 
life and career trajectories. It is my hope that readers will use the journey 
described in this chapter as a flexible model whereby they can begin to 
explore their own purpose and aspirations.
Selecting a research topic
Given the vast free range of choice, the process of identifying and 
selecting a research topic can feel like an overwhelming one. To help 
guide students, it is not unusual for university libraries or writing 
centres to offer guidelines on the topic selection process (MIT, n.d.; 
UCL, n.d.; University of Michigan– Flint, n.d.). Strategies identified in 
research- based studies include brainstorming, identifying things that the 
researcher is interested in, thinking and talking with a partner outside 
one’s discipline and visualisation techniques (Luse et al., 2012). While 
such strategies offer important logistical support at the onset, there is 
relatively little research that delves deeper into the relationship between 
research question development and the researcher. Engaging in this 
deeper process, however, did much more than simply give me a research 
direction. I became interested in exploring why and how particular topics 
found their way into my thesis:  Why did I  choose one research topic 
over another? And what personal significance did the research I chose 
have to me?
Like many doctoral students, the research idea I entered with was 
not the same one I finished with. My initial research idea was rooted in 
concepts of national identity and social cohesion. I hoped to explore edu-
cation systems in multilingual countries like Belgium and Luxembourg. 
The (seemingly obvious) realisation that I  had no knowledge of the 
languages spoken in either of the two countries, nor any direct access to 
people in the field, prompted me to reassess my grandiose aspirations. 
At the time, I was teaching in an overseas international school, and at 
my supervisor’s prudent urging I decided that the international school 
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context would provide a more logical route for my research. Besides, 
I  already had access to people across numerous international schools 
and could plan both my research design and methods around this access. 
The availability of networks, therefore, was a decisive factor in changes 
to my research topic (Olalere et  al., 2014). It was along this storyline 
that my research eventually shifted, focusing instead on the individual 
identity and intercultural development of educators, with my official 
thesis title becoming An Investigation into the Intercultural Development 
of Anglophone Educators Working in International Schools (Savva, 2015).
While network availability (or lack thereof) was central to changes 
in my own research topic, other external factors that have been identified 
as affecting research topic selection include criteria imposed by funding 
sources (Mosyjowski et al., 2017), faculty member research agendas and 
departmental core courses (Olalere et al., 2014). Although external factors 
can and do influence choices in research topic selection, there is usually 
some flexibility for individuals to pursue areas that are also intrinsically 
interesting (Mosyjowski et al., 2017). Choosing a topic that is intrinsic-
ally motivating is an especially important way of guarding against losing 
interest in a topic much later into the research process (Luse et al., 2012).
Beyond the external factors that prompted a change in my research 
topic, however, there were deeper layers behind my choices that I sought 
to better understand. Why, for example, did certain words find their 
way into the title of my thesis rather than others? Why were educators 
the focal point of my study instead of students, standards or curricula? 
And what precisely was the place and role of the term ‘intercultural’? 
Why not literacy or language instruction? Why not curriculum reform 
or student assessment? These are all topics that could have easily been 
studied within the international school context. Why then, did I choose 
‘intercultural development’? And why should this topic be of any signifi-
cance to me? These were important questions because answering them 
allowed me to tap into my intrinsic interests, which also provided me 
with the agency and resilience needed to complete my doctoral journey.
To get to the heart of these questions, I found myself going back in 
time to identify people, places and events that helped kindle my interest 
in this topic. What follows is a short autobiographical exploration of why 
‘intercultural development’ became important to me both as a person 
and as a researcher. The reasons for this were not initially self- evident; 
I had to actively search for them in my effort to understand the intrinsic 
motivation behind my research. It involved digging deep into my life 
experiences and understanding the role particular events played in 
shaping my identity and the choices I would later make in my research.
bECoMiNg a SChoLar92
  
In the sections that follow I  utilise critical incidents as a way of 
highlighting events or situations that marked a significant turning point 
in my life story (Tripp, 1994). Critical incidents are different from crises 
in that they do not necessarily have the immediate concentrated impact 
often found in large- scale crisis situations. Instead, the impact often 
occurs slowly over an extended period (Cunningham, 2008). Moreover, 
critical incidents take place within the context of otherwise ordinary, 
often unnoticeable, parts of an individual’s life (Angelides, 2001; 
Cunningham, 2008; Tripp, 1994). They can be one- time events or recur 
on a regular basis – perhaps they are something that is seen or heard. 
What defines a critical incident, however, is that its occurrence becomes 
increasingly problematic over time and is often accompanied by a notice-
able and recurring feeling of discomfort. The cumulative impact of crit-
ical incidents in my own life has been profound. As I will illustrate, they 
have often served as fundamental precursors to struggle and change.
A dialectical past
My story begins in New York City where I grew up in a family culture that 
was quite different from the mainstream American culture. Both parents 
were immigrants who spoke little English; both were raised in Greek 
villages during the Second World War and, as a result, had only acquired 
a primary school education. As adults, they came to the United States 
where they attempted to build a better life with limited language pro-
ficiency and an equally limited education. Like all children, my identity 
was inevitably tied to theirs through processes of primary socialisation 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966). That is, the world I came to understand 
was mediated to me by my family and their circumstances.
Upon entering school, this influence was often challenged by forms 
of secondary socialisation, a process that extends to institutions and 
practices beyond the immediate family structure (Berger and Luckmann, 
1966). Aspects of secondary socialisation in my own life came to include 
daily exposure to American mass media, school curricula, teachers and 
friends – all of whom dominated much of my time while growing up. Yet 
the ‘other’ world at home also remained a significant force through my 
immediate family, relatives and the local church. As a young adult these 
contrasting worlds eventually resulted in some confusing identity issues, 
despite my being ignorant of them at the time.
On the surface, my European heritage allowed me to assimi-
late quickly into mainstream American society. Yet despite my external 
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assimilation, my internal assimilation lagged substantially. I spent much 
of my life moving in and out of two spheres, enjoying both but never 
feeling that I belonged completely to either one. The duality of feeling both 
privileged and disadvantaged at the same time aligned with what Martin 
and Nakayama (2015) describe as a dialectical approach. According to 
this approach, individuals often experience privilege and disadvantage 
simultaneously, thereby highlighting the multi- dimensional and some-
times contradictory nature of intercultural development (Martin and 
Nakayama, 1999, 2015). Importantly, such an approach rejects the dual-
istic ‘either/ or’ view of privilege that is so prevalent today. In my own 
life, for example, I enjoyed the privilege of being a white American. Yet 
I  was also a female, growing up in an uneducated, working class and 
non- English speaking household. In retrospect, these early experiences 
certainly contributed to my later interests in identity formation, citi-
zenship and intercultural development. It is no surprise then, that all 
three of these topics somehow materialised both in my initial and final 
research idea  – revealing themselves as deeply important topics in my 
autobiography.
Beyond this broad backdrop, I recall a specific incident in my early 
adulthood that played a key role in my developing interest in intercultural 
and international education. The summer after my high school gradu-
ation I travelled to Greece where I came across a cousin of mine who had 
been born and raised there. We were the same age, and shared the same 
first name and surname (the result of a Greek tradition of naming chil-
dren after paternal grandparents). I  recall my cousin’s disappointment 
that summer in the outcome of some highly competitive national univer-
sity entrance exams. She had done poorly and, as a result, did not gain 
entry into any of the universities in the country. At that time, this essen-
tially meant her permanent exclusion from higher education. As a rela-
tively mediocre high school student myself, I was somewhat taken aback. 
Blocked access to higher education had never passed through my mind, 
despite my own unexceptional grades back in the United States.
Most unsettling was the realisation that I could have just as easily 
been standing in my dear cousin’s shoes – the same age, the same name, 
probably even the same grades. In many ways it was as if I was looking 
in a mirror, yet by the sheer stroke of good fortune I  had been born else-
where. As a result, the opportunities which would be made available to 
me were markedly different from those that would be made available to 
her. Although the exchange between my cousin and me was part of an 
otherwise casual conversation, I found myself returning to our conversa-
tion and feeling increasingly unsettled over time – a common indication 
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of a critical incident (Cunningham, 2008; Tripp, 1994). It was at that 
moment that citizenship and education also became privileges. And to 
this day, it is difficult for me to think of either as being anything less 
than that.
Citizenship was a privilege that I had given little thought to prior 
to my encounter. As an American I had open access to higher education, 
and it was this open access that eventually enabled me to reshape my 
identity despite any disadvantages associated with my parents’ linguistic, 
socio- economic and educational backgrounds. That summer remains a 
defining moment because of my new awareness and the accompanying 
curiosity that came with it. I remember wondering about how systems of 
education might operate in other countries. I should mention that, back 
then, the internet and cell phones were not prevalent, so I had no readily 
available way of accessing that kind of information. The seeds, however, 
had been planted.
Transitioning into education
Life rolled along uneventfully in the years that followed. I  moved in 
and out of various jobs and eventually became more serious about my 
studies. I completed my undergraduate degree while working full- time 
and was awarded the title of valedictorian. Shortly thereafter I  began 
working as a classroom teacher in New York City schools. At that time, 
teachers were required to earn a graduate degree in order to obtain per-
manent certification (a certification that New York State has since done 
away with). The requirement was quite broad, giving me the freedom to 
select any area of study as long as it was in the field of education. Since 
I had already secured employment, I had the luxury of choosing a spe-
cialisation that was based solely on my intrinsic interests. I  applied to 
the Comparative and International Education programme at Columbia 
University and was delighted when I  was accepted. I  would spend the 
next two years completing an MA degree, while continuing to teach full- 
time in New York City schools.
International education was an intriguing area of study. Although 
I  hadn’t yet figured out how my interest could translate into actual 
employment, I did recognise that this was a field that had captured my 
interest and enthusiasm. I fleetingly entertained the possibility of taking 
my studies beyond the graduate level, but by then I  was married and 
expecting my first child. I handed in my final thesis a few weeks before 
my due date and fittingly put aside any lavish academic ambitions for a 
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later time. Twelve years would come and go before I would be in a pos-
ition to revisit my studies.
Around this time, a second defining moment took place. After 
37 years of living in the United States I moved to Cyprus with my Cypriot 
husband and, by then, three children. Moving from New York City to a 
small island- nation was an especially challenging experience. I struggled 
with the slower pace, more conservative values and a comparatively 
homogeneous society that I felt was not always welcoming of outsiders. 
I went through a very typical experience of culture shock: I experienced 
strain engendered by attempts to adjust, a sense of loss, confusion 
surrounding self- identity and the feeling of being rejected by members 
of the host culture (Ward et al., 2005). Despite these challenges, a few 
years into my relocation I  had the opportunity to pursue my doctoral 
studies. Interestingly, elements of culture shock and dissonance emerged 
yet again, but this time through the Anglophone educators I interviewed 
as part of my field research in China and the Netherlands.
I discovered that many of the stories the educators shared with me 
resonated with my own relocation experience. On the one hand, over-
seas educators enjoyed positions of privilege within the private school 
settings they worked in, yet once outside the school campus they were 
quickly relegated to the status of foreigner (Savva, 2013, 2017). Once 
again, these experiences reaffirmed a dialectical approach whereby indi-
viduals simultaneously experienced both privileged and disadvantaged 
positions (Martin and Nakayama, 2015). Notably, it was through my 
relocation and my research together that I was able to face some of my 
own identity issues. I realised, for example, that although I had a good 
understanding of the Greek language and culture, it was not a language 
or culture that I had fully internalised despite my ancestral heritage. As a 
result, and to my surprise, I came to appreciate the fact that although my 
parents were Greeks, my identity was very much a product of American 
culture. Ironically, it had taken living in a Greek- speaking country to 
realise just how American I was.
A fitting analogy to the relocation experience that comes to mind 
involves the interactive properties of oil and water. When placing a drop 
of water in oil, the water will naturally separate itself from the oil. The 
same holds true when a drop of oil is placed in water. It will rise to the 
top, making itself distinct from the surrounding water. In both instances 
the focal point depends less on ‘the drop’ and more on what surrounds 
it. That is, the context in which we find ourselves exerts substantial 
influence on how we see ourselves as individuals and our relationship 
to others. It was through placing myself in a context that was different 
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from what I knew that I came to recognise which cultural identity, in fact, 
resonated most with me.
Indeed, a sense of belonging is fundamental to the concept of citi-
zenship. Osler and Starkey (2005) describe the three dimensions of status, 
feeling and practice as central to one’s sense of citizenship (Osler and 
Starkey, 2005). These three dimensions, of course, are not static and can 
change over time and place. Today I travel with one of two passports: a US 
passport or a Greek (EU) passport. My decision about which one to use is 
always based on what is most convenient and expedient. Sometimes I have 
asked myself which passport I would choose if convenience and expedi-
ence were not an issue – simply as an exercise to test my own loyalties. 
I am always comfortable in answering that I would choose my American 
identity. There are many reasons for this choice. I was born and raised in 
the United States. I command native fluency in the English language and 
my earliest memories of ‘home’ will always be in New York. Most import-
antly, it is through my American citizenship – and the many opportunities 
it has afforded me – that I have been able to flourish most. Yet I also value 
my European identity. It has developed partly as a result of my bicultural 
upbringing, but probably more so as a result of living on the fringes of 
Europe, bordering the Middle East for a decade. My studies in the United 
Kingdom and my travels throughout Europe during that time, including 
my visits to Greece, have all affected the internal landscape of who I am, 
creating a type of composite identity. Such a description is probably not so 
out of the ordinary given globalisation trends. Although coming to terms 
with my identity occurred relatively late in my life, I consider myself for-
tunate to have been able to discover these various dimensions of myself – 
with the doctoral journey playing a key role in what I would describe as a 
highly introspective process.
Motivation in doctoral pursuit: EdD or PhD?
Whereas this explains my interest in my research topic and why it is 
important to me, it does not explain why I felt the need to pursue a doc-
torate to begin with. Like research topic selection, reasons for choosing 
to pursue a doctorate can be categorised as being extrinsic or intrinsic 
in nature (Sverdlik et al., 2018). Whereas extrinsic motivation involves 
external control and refers to engaging in an activity to attain a spe-
cific outcome, intrinsic motivation is internally regulated and involves 
engaging in an activity for the inherent satisfaction of the activity itself 
(Ryan and Deci, 2000). Extrinsic factors include things like employability 
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prospects, whereas intrinsic factors can more simply include a deeper 
level of interest (Sverdlik et  al., 2018). Brailsford (2010) notes, how-
ever, that quite often individuals are motivated by a combination of both 
extrinsic and intrinsic factors.
This was true in my own experience. Reasons why I  chose to 
pursue a doctorate aligned with those commonly found in research 
studies: obtaining a doctorate was a form of self- actualisation, a personal 
achievement, a status symbol, as well as something that was likely to 
open up more varied employment opportunities (Brailsford, 2010; Elsey, 
2007). Acquiring a doctorate had the capacity to fundamentally change 
how others viewed me and, subsequently, how I  viewed myself. This 
outlook was rooted in research pointing to our sense of identity as one 
which is influenced, to a significant degree, by the social order around us 
and our relationship to that social order (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; 
Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel, 1981; Turner, 1982). In my own mind, obtaining 
a doctorate was an individual achievement that came with social recog-
nition and status.
Yet personal achievement and status can be realised in many ways. 
People can show status by the size of their homes, the cars they drive 
and the clothes they wear. And more varied employment opportunities 
can materialise through increased attention to networking or perhaps 
expanding the geographic limits in which one is willing to work. The 
point being that both status and increased opportunities can be expressed 
or found in forms that do not necessarily have to do with obtaining a 
doctorate. The initial response provided, therefore, was a surface level 
response that did not delve into the deeper layers behind my choices.
My own belief is that it becomes increasingly difficult to complete a 
doctorate if there is not enough intrinsic interest present. This is largely 
due to the extended, comparatively less structured, yet highly intricate 
nature of the doctoral journey. Whereas undergraduate and graduate 
degrees are supported by highly prescribed coursework, syllabi and 
frameworks, a doctorate requires students to engage in original thought 
and take on greater control in negotiating their ideas, their research and 
their relationships with faculty and supervisors (at least in the social 
sciences and humanities). While external institutional controls (such 
as ethical guidelines) serve to guide students, the planning, gathering, 
sorting and analysing of relevant data are structured by the individual 
student, not the institution. Likewise, it is the student who must ultim-
ately construct and defend their research argument. Without the 




In exploring the intrinsic aspects of my own motivation, I came to 
recognise that beyond the material benefits I hoped to get out of the intel-
lectual endeavour, there were also things that I hoped to contribute. It is 
the desire to contribute meaningfully that, I believe, guided me to choose 
the doctoral path. I had something to contribute not because my life had 
been perfect and stellar, but for the very opposite reasons. My life’s path 
was a long and winding one, and as a result of my own shortcomings and 
struggles I wanted to believe that I had developed some useful insights. 
It is these insights that I  believed served to enrich my perspective and 
allowed me to stay reasonably grounded.
After almost 20  years of working as a classroom teacher in both 
primary and secondary schools, I  was ready for a change. Teaching 
was a rewarding but also daunting experience  – the latter evidenced 
by high attrition levels among teachers on a global scale (Craig, 2017; 
Newberry and Allsop, 2017; Kelchtermans, 2017). Most notably, its 
applied nature failed to provide a space for the conceptual and analytical 
thinking I craved. In contrast, research provided me with a flexible and 
autonomous platform whereby I could reflect and think critically about 
areas that were both personally and professionally interesting to me. 
Publication gave me the further capacity to leave behind an artefact of 
myself that would continue to exist long after I was gone.
I was initially drawn to the Doctor in Education (EdD) because 
of my teaching background. Having spent a good part of my life as a 
classroom teacher, obtaining an EdD seemed a logical extension given 
my skills and experience. As I progressed in the programme, however, 
I  began to question whether an EdD was, in fact, the best match for 
my particular career aspirations  – which included moving into a fac-
ulty position at a higher education institution. I observed that, unlike 
me, quite a few of my classmates intended to remain in their respective 
non- academic professions. I also noticed that two classmates had made 
a switch to a PhD early in the programme. I recall that one of them did 
so because the university he worked for, in a North African country, 
refused to recognise the EdD as a doctoral degree. I decided to explore 
this matter more deeply and found that perceptions about professional 
and traditional doctorates were wide ranging. Park (2005) notes that 
professional doctorates are a response to a demand in the community 
that traditional doctorates have not adequately fulfilled. As compara-
tively newer degrees, however, professional doctorates are also viewed 
by some academics, whether openly or privately, as less rigorous (Poole, 
2012). Given the competitive job market in academia, this latter per-
ception was of special concern because I did not want to compromise 
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my ability to apply for faculty jobs at universities across multiple coun-
tries and continents.
At the time I had already completed all of the required assignments 
in the EdD programme, with only the final thesis remaining. Whereas 
both the EdD and PhD required about 80,000 words of writing, the EdD 
compartmentalised half of those words through incremental module 
assignments and an Institution Focused Study, with the thesis being the 
final ‘assignment’ of approximately 45,000 words. In contrast, the PhD 
concentrated all 80,000 words into a final culminating thesis. Since 
I had already completed all of the required module assignments and the 
Institution Focused Study in the EdD, making the switch to a PhD meant 
that I would end up writing approximately 120,000 words – which was 
more than was required for either degree! It would have been much 
easier for me to stay the EdD track. Given the ambiguity and uncertainty 
of my future career path, however, I decided to make what felt like a safer 
choice at the time. And so, I contacted my supervisor about making the 
change.
It is worth noting that my concern ultimately proved to be a moot 
point as I eventually took a faculty job in New York where I would work 
alongside many outstanding EdD colleagues. In other words, having an 
EdD or a PhD would have made no difference at all with regard to hiring 
decisions at the institution I eventually came to work for. Interestingly, 
despite being awarded a PhD, the most memorable aspects of my doc-
toral journey remain rooted in the friendships I formed through my par-
ticipation in the EdD programme.
Academic choices, agency and resilience
Whether enrolled in the EdD or PhD, taking the time to understand the 
deeper reasons behind my choice to pursue a doctorate, as well as my 
choice of research topic, was central to harnessing the qualities of agency 
and resilience. Whereas agency was central to the creative endeavour of 
generating work and ideas, resilience provided the long- term stamina 
necessary to see the various work and ideas to completion. But how do 
we begin to develop these characteristics?
It is difficult to separate agency and resilience from factors 
associated with intrinsic motivation discussed earlier. Studies support 
intrinsic motivation as a factor that enhances student ability to com-
plete graduate and doctoral level work (Ivankova and Stick, 2007; Zhou, 




can also serve to produce desired outcomes (Ivankova and Stick, 2007). 
However, extrinsic motivation alone can serve to undermine agency and 
resilience due to its relationship with external controls (Ryan and Deci, 
2000). Given the extended nature and intricate work associated with 
doctoral study – as well as the prevalence of mental health issues among 
doctoral students, such as feelings of isolation (Ali and Kohun, 2006) and 
difficulties establishing a work- life balance (Brown and Watson, 2010; 
Levecque et al., 2017) – it can be argued that intrinsic motivation is a 
particularly valuable component in both the psychological well- being of 
students and increased completion rates.
It was this intrinsic motivation that fuelled my own sense of agency 
during my studies. I  found myself stepping out of my comfort zone on 
numerous occasions to take on new roles and participate in various 
events where I was viewed by others as an emerging ‘expert’. The lim-
inal space between being a doctoral student and becoming a scholar was 
an ambiguous one (Turner, 1987) where I engaged in what was essen-
tially a gradual form of identity reconstruction. Taking on a leadership 
role was certainly not something I had been groomed to do in the years 
leading up to my doctoral studies, and yet learning to promote and advo-
cate for myself was necessary in order to be seen. The importance of 
self- initiative in the doctoral process has been highlighted as a key factor 
of success both as it relates to student ability and student willingness 
to act independently from supervisors (McAlpine et al., 2009). It is for 
this reason that I pushed myself to submit manuscripts to peer- reviewed 
journals and to present my ideas to colleagues, and later to professionals 
and academics in high- profile conferences.
Although I could not appreciate it at the time, each new role and 
activity served as a type of scaffold, moving me closer to identifying as 
a scholar. Together this scaffolding facilitated important shifts whereby 
I was able to transition out of my role as a passive student, to one of an 
active intellectual. While not always a formalised part of the programme’s 
curriculum, these activities served an important pedagogical purpose. 
McAlpine et  al. (2009) underscore the educational importance of less 
formal aspects of doctoral study, such as engaging in conversations and 
establishing relationships with peers, independently reviewing litera-
ture, participating in conferences and writing proposals, as well as the 
process of writing the dissertation. Ultimately, it is through participation 
in both formal and informal activities that students engage in a process 
of identity reconstruction (Beech, 2011).
Developing an identity as a publishing academic, in particular, was 
not without its challenges or setbacks. For every manuscript that was 
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accepted, there were many more that were rejected. Even the manuscripts 
that were accepted were not immune to the scathing comments of the 
omnipotent anonymous reviewer (sometimes referred to in academia as 
‘reviewer # 2’). These challenges highlighted the importance of resili-
ence, which served as an important defence for feedback that was not 
always complimentary. Most significantly, resilience and its relationship 
to work production involved accepting rejection and failure as a natural 
part of the academic process (Nygaard, 2017). In fact, rejection seemed 
to increase according to the level of risk I took. The more risks I took, the 
more critically I was judged. The potency and importance of resilience in 
academia is probably best illustrated in J. Haushofer’s (2016) published 
‘CV of failures’. A successful professor at Princeton University, Haushofer 
(2016) courageously published a very unconventional CV for the world 
to see  – one that highlights all of his failures. Besides illustrating the 
importance of agency and resilience, this particular piece of work also 
debunks the utopian portrayal of a linear and steady career progression. 
In my own journey, because I had taken the time to tap into my intrinsic 
interests and was engaged in research that was meaningful to me for its 
own sake, it was easier to keep going in the face of rejection.
Life after the doctorate
Logic would dictate that after successful completion of the viva one 
should experience feelings of relief and elation. It was for this reason 
that I was somewhat perplexed when these emotions did not arrive in 
the way that I had imagined they would. There certainly was a sense of 
relief and of course I was pleased. But I also felt an unexpected sense of 
confusion and loss. After years of preparing for the climactic viva, it was 
over in a blur, followed by a relatively quick deflation. This unsettling 
‘quiet’ continued for several weeks afterwards. In hindsight, I recognise 
that I had been stripped of something that had become a very intricate 
part of my life. For years, my first thoughts every morning centred on my 
thesis. Afternoons and evenings were spent either in front of my laptop 
or on my bed, reading through articles and books. Even during the occa-
sional dinner out, my thoughts would inevitably drift to my thesis instead 
of my dinner companions. That was all gone now. An unexpected sense of 
loss crept into my daily life. I had lots of time on my hands now, but what 
should I do with it?
To combat the sense of loss after a successful viva defence, Di Pierro 




debriefing in doctoral programmes. This final step creates a space for 
doctoral students to decompress and really think about their journey in 
a meaningful way. Like many other doctoral graduates, I used my time 
after graduation to formulate new articles for publication and to prepare 
for stressful interviews for academic posts (Di Pierro, 2007). All this took 
place within a context of continued full- time employment and family 
responsibilities. Here, a new kind of anxiety emerged: how could I best 
put my degree to work? Even worse, would I be able to put my degree to 
work? I do not claim to have any easy answers to these questions. And, in 
fact, the answer for each reader will be a very personal one. Some may 
want to chase the higher education path, as I did, while others may find 
they are better suited to a practitioner- oriented or corporate path. Still 
others may have the luxury of basking in the glory of acquiring a doc-
torate, without any strings attached whatsoever.
As a result of examining why I made the choices I did, the personal 
growth I experienced was perhaps most valuable after programme com-
pletion. I understand who I am, why particular issues are important to 
me, what I am interested in and – just as importantly – what I am not 
interested in. I  know these things not because someone else has told 
me so, but because I have engaged in the long and arduous process of 
introspection that paralleled my research. Now is a good time to refer 
back to the quote with which I opened this chapter. It is a quote drawn 
from a scene in Lewis Carroll’s book, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. 
In the scene, Alice is lost in a forest when she notices a Cheshire cat 
sitting on a tree:
‘Can you tell me which way I ought to go from here?’ asked Alice. 
‘That depends a good deal on where you want to go’ said the cat. 
‘I don’t much care where’ said Alice. ‘Then it doesn’t matter which 
way you go’ said the cat. (Carroll, 1865: 36)
For me, this quote suggests that there are many paths that open up before 
us during our lifetime and identifying the right path is dependent largely 
on where we ‘want’ to go, or at the very least, what we would like to see 
along the way. Yet knowing where we want to go is not self- evident. 
How many times have we thought we wanted something, only to find 
out once it was in our possession that it was not as we had imagined? 
Contemplating deeper questions such as why we want certain things, 
as well as how we want to realise them, guards us against potentially 
faulty decisions. For me, understanding where my choices came from 
helped me to decipher the path(s) which were best suited to my goals 
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and interests. It allowed me to peel back the layers and shine a light on 
what shaped my choices, and the distinct impact that each choice had on 
the trajectory of both my research and my life.
Today, I find myself back in New York as Associate Professor and 
Director of International Studies, working in one of the 25 colleges that 
make up the City University of New York. I am happy to be back home 
in New York, where I feel very much in my element. I should mention, 
however, that it is not unusual to find me in Greece or Cyprus during the 
summer months. The slow pace and simpler life lends itself to intensive 
bouts of writing, particularly in the afternoons when it is much too hot 
outside even for the seaside. My previous experiences living abroad, des-
pite what they felt like at the time, have allowed me to see life through 
new lenses.
The doctoral journey has proven to be both a transitional and a 
transformational one. It has compelled me to look carefully and deeply 
at both myself and the world that surrounds me. In the process, I have 
read great works, travelled to faraway places, formed new friendships 
and met many new and interesting people who have shared their stories 
with me. All the while, I have felt extremely fortunate for the opportunity 
to partake in this highly rigorous mental and spiritual exercise. It is an 
exercise which, for me, has incited unprecedented personal, professional 
and academic growth.
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